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Resistance is Futile: Institutional Pressures and Reconciliation faced by Consultants in 
new Technology Adoption

Summary

The overall aim of this paper is to explore the institutional pressures exerted upon social 
media consultants at the new technology interface for business innovation.  The objectives of 
this study are first to present new evidence of the institutional pressures caused by  new 
technology adoption arising from the mutual interaction of consultants and their client 
organisations.  Secondly  to develop a framework to highlight the varying pressures exerted 
upon consultants.  This framework shows four distinct layers of resistance from a client 
organisation at the new technology interface between consultant and client. Thirdly a further 
framework will be developed to understand the process of new technology  adoption in client 
organisations that a consultant must navigate.  This framework offers new empirical insights 
and understanding into the institutional pressures surrounding new technology adoption and 
the process of how a consultant overcomes these pressures.  The research adopted a 
qualitative methodology based on interviews with social media consultants located in the UK, 
Republic of Ireland and the USA.  The findings of this study revealed three key themes 
namely the issues and process within organisations as a result of social media adoption, the 
varying forms of resistance encountered by consultants at the interface with their client 
organisations and the techniques and strategies employed by consultants to implement their 
ideas.  This study  provides new empirical evidence of the institutional pressures caused by 
new technology  adoption arising from the mutual interaction of consultants and their client 
organisations.  It also offers new empirical insights and understanding into the institutional 
pressures surrounding new technology adoption and the process of how a consultant 
overcomes these pressures.  This paper provides several new contributions to literature.  It 
further explores the resistance and pressures that exist  between consultants and their client 
organisations.  It  offers a better understanding of the institutional constraints on new 
technology adoption while also  contributing to the under developed area of institutional 
change.



1 Introduction

Institutional theory (IT) offers unique insights into organisation-environment relations 
and the ways in which organisations react to institutional processes.  Limitations of IT  is that 
it largely  neglects human interactions, thus neglecting agency while allowing little room for 
the explanation of institutional change (Oliver, 1991; Scott, 2001).  Recent criticism has 
focused on the under developed appreciation of process of conflict  and resistance within 
institutional change (Rao and Giorgi, 2006; Delbridge and Edwards, 2008).   This paper seeks 
to directly address this theoretical gap surrounding institutional change and provide new 
empirical insights.

    
Technology directly shapes an organisations structure, business innovation such as 

new technology adoption, creates institutional change and subsequent institutional pressures 
(Barley, 1986; Teo et al, 2003; Zhu et al, 2006).  Recent research has sought to  further 
understand the institutional pressures as a result of new technology adoption (Heugens & 
Lander, 2009; Liu et al., 2010).  New technology adoption establishes tensions between the 
action of human actors and the conservative, structural force of institutionalised practices 
(Orlikowski and Robey, 1991).  This interaction is portrayed at  the new technology interface, 
it will therefore provide an appropriate setting for the further exploration of conflict and 
resistance in institutional change.  

To structure its empirical research this paper will utilise the three key  components of 
Orlikowski’s (1992) structurational model of technology – human agents, technology  and 
institutional properties.  These components offer a structure for advancing the understanding 
of institutional pressures facing consultants emerging from institutional change.  This paper 
will explore the role of consultants as human agents, social media as the chosen technology 
and utilise tenants of institutional theory to recognise the institutional properties of 
organisations.

The overall aim of this paper is to explore the institutional pressures exerted upon 
social media consultants at the new technology interface for business innovation.  The 
objectives of this study are first to explore the interactions between client organisation and 
consultant at the new technology interface.  Secondly to develop a framework derived from 
new evidence to illustrate the varying pressures exerted upon consultants.  Thirdly a 
framework will be developed to understand the process of new technology  adoption in client 
organisations that a consultant must navigate.

 The structure of this paper is a follows, firstly  a review of the existing literature in the 
areas of institutional theory, the role of consultants and technology  innovation.  Following 
this the methodological approach of the study is discussed with a presentation of the findings.  
Thereafter the discussion and conclusions of the paper will be outlined.



2 Literature Review

2.1 Institutional Theory

 Institutional theory  draws attention to forces that lie beyond the organisational 
boundary within the realm of social processes (DiMaggio and Powell, 1991; Scott, 1995).   
The institutional environment is comprised of organisational fields which embody a 
recognised area of institutional life: key suppliers, resource and product consumers, 
regulatory agencies and other competitive organisations (Di Maggio and Powell, 1983).   
These fields are structured systems of social positions within which struggles take place over 
resources, stakes and access (Bourdieu, 1990).  Organisational fields develop into realms of 
power relations where multiple field participants compete over the definition of issues and 
the forming of institutions that shape organisational behaviour (Hoffman, 1999).  Institutional 
theory  focuses on the social influences on an organisations structure and practice rather than 
the economic influences (Rogers et al., 2007).

 It is widely acknowledged by academics working in the institutionalist  tradition that 
the obstruction of agency  and interest is a weakness of institutional theory, agents of change 
may be insiders or outsiders to a social systems; they  can either exploit  existing logic with the 
social system or import logic from a different domain (Berkert, 1999).  Institutional theory 
will serve as a theoretical lens to explore the interaction of social media consultants and their 
clients at  the new technology interface.  Isomorphism and Legitimacy, two of the key 
concepts of institutional theory which are pertinent to institutional change will now be 
discussed.

2.1.1 Isomorphism

 Institutional theory is not only concerned with the content side of an organisations 
behaviour but  also the processes that create, maintain and change institutional structures 
within organisational fields.  Institutions constrain human actions, scripts, norms and rules to 
form cultural logics that constrain action (Scott, 1995).   Institutional theorists developed the 
concept of isomorphism to help further understand this process (Munir and Jones, 2004).  
Isomorphism aims to clarify  the persistence of practices, beliefs and structures with an 
organisational field, it acts as a constraining process forcing an organisational field 
participant to resemble other participants that face a similar set of environmental challenges 
(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983).  There are three types of isomorphic behaviours: coercive, 
mimetic and normative these are discussed in Table 1.



Table	  1:	  Isomorphic	  Behaviours
 
Behaviour A+ributes

Coercive • Results	   from	   both	   formal	   and	   informal	   pressures	   exerted	   on	   organisa5ons	   by	   other	  
organisa5ons	  upon	  which	  they	  are	  dependent	  and	  by	  cultural	  expecta5ons	  in	  the	  society	  
in	  which	  organisa5ons	  func5on

• Coercive	  isomorphism	  develops	  from	  poli5cal	  pressures	  and	  a	  lack	  of	  legi5macy
Mime7c • Mime5c	  isomorphism	  is	  not	  derived	  from	  uncertainty	  within	  an	  organisa5onal	  field.	  	  

• Uncertainty	   is	   a	   powerful	   force	   that	   encourages	   imita5on.	   	   When	   organisa5onal	  
technologies	   are	   poorly	   understood,	   when	   goals	   are	   ambiguous	   or	   when	   the	  
environment	   creates	   symbolic	   uncertainty,	   organisa5ons	   model	   themselves	   on	   other	  
organisa5ons.	  

Norma7ve • Norma5ve	  isomorphism	  is	  primarily	  derived	  from	  professionaliza5on.	  
• Professionalisa5on	   is	   the	   struggle	   for	   organisa5onal	   field	   members	   to	   define	   the	  

condi5ons	  and	  methods	  of	  their	  work... 	  to	  establish	  a	  cogni5ve	  base	  and	  legi5ma5on	  for	  
their	  occupa5onal	  autonomy.	  

(Source:	  DiMaggio	  and	  Powell,	  1983)

2.1.2 Legitimacy

 Where isomorphic processes are preoccupied with maintaining institutional structures, 
the concept of legitimacy seeks to understand the processes surrounding new and changing 
structures.  It focuses on the later stages of change in an organisational field, actors have to 
justify  change by appealing to the legitimacy  that stems from existing norms and values 
(Delbridge and Edwards, 2008).  An idea, product or service will become legitimate if it 
resonates with the institutional order and widespread beliefs in the organisational field 
(Boxenbaum, 2008).   As the uncertainty  of the environment diminishes the need for security, 
stability, and predictability  from the persistence of institutionalised norms decreases and 
organisations grow more confident in their predictions about the acquisition of future 
resources and legitimacy  (Beckert, 1999).  Legitimacy is not a fixed state therefore it  must be 
repeatedly constructed, reconstructed and overcome (Botzem and Dobusch, 2012).  Existing 
research has identified three types of legitimacy  processes: pragmatic, moral and cognitive 
(Scott, 1995; Suchman, 1995).   These are reviewed in Table 2.



Table	  2:	  Legi7ma7on	  Processes

2.2 New Technology Adoption: Social Media

 Technology innovation is crucial to how organisations create value for themselves, 
impose creative tensions on competitors and establish progress for society (Davis and 
Eisenhardt, 2011).  The development of every technology involves the efforts of a 
multiplicity of actors (Aldrich, 1999; Garud & Karnoe, 2003).  Advantages of new 
technology are only achieved through tailoring the new technology to fit within the 
organisations structure, consequently  organisational skills, procedures and assumptions must 
be adapted to fit the new technology (Tyre & Orlikowski, 1993).  The process of achieving 
legitimacy  through changing the isomorphic behaviour within an industry or organisation is 
crucial in the uptake of a new technology.
 
 Orlikowski’s (1992) structuration model of technology suggests that technology is not 
an external object but a product of ongoing human action, design and appropriation.  
Utilising this model in empirical research allows the exploration of the interaction of 
technology, organisations and consultants at  inter-organisational, organisational, group and 
individual levels of analysis.  This model consists of the following three components:

 

Process A+ributes Key	  Authors

Pragma7c • Pragma5c	   legi5macy	   is	   the	   extent	   that	   an	   organisa5on	   adheres	   to	  
regula5ve	  processes,	  rule	  seNng,	  monitoring	  and	  sanc5oning	  ac5vi5es. 	  	  

• It	   is	   reliant	   on	   an	   organisa5ons	   most	   immediate	   audience,	   the	  
audience	  can	  legi5mise	  a	  policy	  by	  examining	  it	   and	   judging	  how	  it	  will	  
affect	  them.

• It	   can	  also	   include	   poli5cal, 	  economic	   or	   social	   interdependencies,	  in	  
which	   an	   organisa5ons	   ac5ons	   can	   visibility	   affect	   the	   audiences’	  
wellbeing.	  	  	  

Suchman,	  1995;	  
Humphreys,	  2010;	  
Claasen	  and	  Roloff,	  

2012.	  

Moral • Moral	   legi5macy	  differs	  from	  pragma5c	  legi5macy	  as	  it	  is	  relies	  not	  on	  
judgements	   about	  whether	   a	  given	   ac5vity	  benefits	  the	  audience	   but	  
rather	   judgements	   about	   whether	   an	   ac5vity	   is	   perceived	   as	   the	  
correct	  thing	  to	  do.	  	  	  	  

• Moral	   legi5macy	   consists	   of	   three	   forms:	   an	   evalua5on	   of	  
consequences,	   an	   evalua5on	   of	   procedures	   and	   an	   evalua5on	   of	  
structures.

ScoY	  and	  Meyer,	  
1991;	  Suchman,	  1995;	  

Claasen	  and	  Roloff,	  
2012.	  

Cogni7ve • Cogni5ve	   legi5macy	   is	   the	   degree	   to	   which	   an	   organisa5on	   is	  
recognised	   and	  accepted	   by	  social	   actors.	   	   It	   comprises	  of	  two	  facets	  
comprehensibility	  and	  taken-‐for-‐grantedness.	  	  

• Comprehensibility	  highlights	  that	  an	  organisa5on	  must	   combine	  larger	  
belief	  systems	  with	  the	  reality	  of	  the	  audiences	  daily	  life.	  

• Taken-‐for-‐grantedness	  is	  a	  paYern	  that	  can	  be	  posi5ve,	  nega5ve,	  or	  no	  
evalua5on	  and	  in	  each	  case	  the	  paYern	  is	  taken	  it	  for	  granted.	  	  

Jepperson,	  1991;	  
Aldrich	  and	  Fiol,	  1994;	  	  

Suchman,	  1995;	  
Claasen	  and	  Roloff,	  

2012.	  .



1. Human agents: technology designers, users and decision makers
2. Technology: material artefacts 
3. Institutional properties of organisations: organisatinal dimensions, operating 

procedures, strategies, expertise, communication patterns as well as environmental 
pressures. (Source: Orlikowski, 1992)

 The concept of technology has been extended to social technologies thereby including 
generic tasks, techniques, and knowledge employed when humans engage in dynamic 
activities (Eveland, 1986; Orlikowski, 1992).   It is important to understand how technology 
is physically shaped by the everyday actions of the users and social settings within which it  is 
developed and used (Orlikowski & Robey, 1991).   Technology collaboration has become an 
essential innovation strategy, these collaborations involve combining knowledge, technology 
and other resources across organisational boundaries (Davis & Eisenhardt, 2011).  
Technology collaboration in Social Media platforms is vital as they have changed the way 
marketers influence their customers and the way in which customers share, evaluate and 
chose information (Patino et al., 2012).  This paper will focus on social media as the chosen 
technology in its empirical research.  

Marketing tools have advanced through time with new technologies making it 
possible to reach your target market in ever more innovative ways, a recent technology 
innovation for marketers is the Social Media platform (Schmidt & Ralph, 2012).  Social 
Media has developed into a key focus for marketers seeking to understand it  as a component 
in their marketing strategies and campaigns designed to create public awareness (Akar & 
Topcu, 2011).  Marketers place a high value on social media with a significant 83% of them 
indicating that social media is important for their business (Stelzner, 2012).  It is undeniably 
the fastest growing marketing platform in the world with expenditures to grow 34% annually 
and reach $3.1 billion by 2014 (Forrester Research, 2009).  This growth represents a shift in 
advertising and marketing communications from one way, cluttered mass media to a more 
interactive, narrowly targeted approach (Pentina et al, 2012).  

Defined as a group of online tools that exist on the Web 2.0 platform, social media 
enables internet  users from all over the world to interact, communicate, and share ideas, 
content, thoughts, experiences, perspectives, information and relationships (Chan & Guillet, 
2011).  It  transforms consumers into marketers and advertisers, and consumers can create a 
positive or negative pressure for the organisation, its products and its services, depending on 
both how the company is presented online and on the quality of products and services 
presented to the customer (Roberts & Kraynak, 2008).  Social media is so ubiquitous that 
consumers now expect organisations to have a social media presence (Nair, 2011).  An 
organisations decision to embrace new technology such as social media is often informed by 
beliefs about a rational or progressive managerial practice, these beliefs are shaped by idea 
providers such as gurus or consultants (Perkmann & Spicer, 2008). 



2.3 Consultants as Human Agents

 Knowledge is considered one of the most highly valued commodities in modern 
society and consultancy firms are defined as being knowledge intensive (Donnelly, 2008).  
Consultancies provide external expert knowledge to clients who may be struggling to keep up 
with current trends and achieve business success (McKenna, 2006).  The continual stream of 
innovations that management consultancies provide serves their clients, but also positions the 
consultancies as authorities on a chosen topic, thus creating continued demand for their 
service (Fincham & Clark, 2002).  The growth in consultancy firms and increase in 
consultants employed by these organisations has attracted interest from academics, mainly 
due to the nature of the services provided by these organisations and the strategic importance 
of human agents in their activities (McKenna, 2006; Donnelly, 2009; Donnelly, 2011).    

 Consultants use their expert abilities and insights to provide clients with advisory 
services in fields such as management and IT (Donnelly, 2011).  Consultants are presented as 
the shock troops of the new age – they  generate and distribute innovative knowledge (Thrift, 
2005).  They construct their appeal to the client organisation by  claiming various types of 
unique and innovative knowledge (Kitay  & Wright, 2003; Fincham et al., 2008).  This may 
involve the mastery of a technique or fashionable framework, knowledge of new equipment 
or hardware, or the skill of solving clients’ problems, the consultant claims to bring improved 
judgement and comparison with other players (Fincham et al., 2008).  The relationship 
between the client organisation and consultant is characterised by countervailing tensions 
which pose challenges for consultants in the reconciliation of these tensions, existing research 
has explored the conflicts of interest in the triangulated environment in which consultants 
operate (Fincham et al., 2008).  

Consultants are external to an organisation therefore they often struggle to introduce 
new ideas as a result of their status as outsiders (Sturdy & Wright, 2008).  Kipping & 
Armbruster (2002) focused on what they describe as the ‘burden of otherness’ faced by 
consultants and the resulting client resistance.  Consultants are constantly seeking legitimacy 
in order to have their ideas are appropriated by  clients who, to varying degrees adopt them as 
new approaches through isomorphic processes (Engwall & Morgan, 2002).  Existing research 
has concentrated on the role of consultancies as fashion setters who seek to actively create 
isomorphic pressures in their client industries (Kieser, 1997; Suddaby & Greenwood, 2001).  
More specifically existing research into the roles of consultants when driving institutional 
change has looked at the tensions between consultants, their client organisations and the 
consultancy firm over the ownership and exchange of knowledge (Morris, 2001; Scarbrough, 
2002; Donnelly, 2011).  There is a lack of research focusing on the pressures consultants face 
from their client organisations as a result of new technology adoption and how consultants 
reconcile these pressures.

3 Research Issues

 Existing research has explored the triangulated environment between client, 
consultant and consultancy firm , largely in a human resources environment (Fincham et al., 



2008; Donnelly, 2011).  There is however a research gap with regards the interaction between 
the client and consultant and in particular a new technology adoption environment.  This 
paper will seek to directly address this gap.  As such the first research objective of this study 
is to explore the interaction between client organisation and consultant at the new technology 
interface.  

Academics increasingly  tout institutional theory as an important perspective for 
studies on inter-organisational innovation adoption (Teo et al., 2003; Rogers et al., 2007).  
They  argue that institutional pressures emanating from the environment and transmitted 
through operational channels can strongly affect an organisations predisposition toward 
innovations such as new technology adoption (Liu et  al., 2012).  However little empirical 
research has been conducted to identify these institutional pressures arising from new 
technology adoption.  The second research objective of this paper is to develop a framework 
derived from new evidence to highlight the varying pressures exerted upon consultants.

The actors involved in institutional change have been discussed, largely concentrating 
on those who are involved directly  in the organisation, however institutional change can also 
arise from the periphery of a social structure (Rao & Giorgi, 2006).    Existing literature has 
therefore overlooked the role of those on periphery of organisations such as external 
consultants in creating institutional change.  Claiming legitimacy in a world continually 
reconfiguring around new media and technologies is problematic (Benders & Van Veen, 
2001).  Social media is constantly evolving and as such this creates problems for anyone 
seeking to implement one of its platform (Akar & Topcu, 2012).  The third research objective 
of this paper is to present a framework to understand the process of new technology adoption 
in client organisations that a consultant must go through.

The theoretical implications of this paper will be to build upon existing research  to 
further explore the under developed area of institutional change arising from new technology 
adoption (Rao & Giorgi, 2006; Delbridge & Edwards, 2008).  Secondly to better understand 
the institutional constraints and pressures on new technology adoption arising from the 
mutual interaction of consultants and client organisations at the new technology interface 
(Heugens & Lander, 2009; Liu et  al., 2010).  Thirdly  to explore the role of the consultant in 
new technology adoption and the process they  must  navigate in order to have their plans 
implemented (Fincham et al., 2008; Donnelly, 2011)  In view of the gaps in literature, as 
stated in the outset of this paper the overall aim is to Explore the Institutional Pressures 
exerted upon Social Media Consultants at the new technology interface for Business 
innovation.

4 Research Methods

 In order to achieve the research aims and objectives, the empirical research conducted 
in this study utilised an interpretative qualitative methodology.  Interpretative researchers 
look for the understanding of a particular context, the goal of interpretative research is an 
understanding of a situation or context as opposed to the discovery of laws or rules (Wills, 
2007).  Interpretivists regard social phenomenon as too complex to be defined by  absolute 
laws (Saunders, 2009) as such reality needs to be interpreted (Corbetta, 2003) with subjective 



meaning at the core of this knowledge (Della Porta & Keating, 2008).  A Qualitative research 
method was deemed appropriate for two reasons.  Firstly the research aims and objectives of 
this study  has not been addressed in previous research thereby  calling for qualitative research 
to extend and elaborate existing theory (Silverman, 2000; Eisenhardt  & Graebner, 2007).  
Secondly  qualitative research offers a deeper understanding of social phenomena than would 
be obtained from quantitative data (Silverman 2005).  As the unit of analysis for this study 
was the interaction of social media consultants with their clients’ interviews were conducted 
to explore this phenomena.  Existing empirical research in this area (Fincham et al., 2008; 
Sturdy et al., 2009; Donnelly, 2011) have also utilised this interview as a research technique.  

4.1 Research Setting

The study conducted interviews with ten social media consultants (See Table 3).  The 
selection of respondents was purposive as opposed to randomised thus ensuring a richer set 
of data relevant to developing an in-depth understanding of the phenomena under exploration 
(Eisenhardt, 1989; Patton, 1990).  Respondents were identified primarily through two 
methods, firstly  word of mouth recommendations and secondly national social media 
marketing award nominees or recipients.  This ensured a richer data collection as the 
respondents were all deemed to be experienced and successful social media consultants by 
their peers.  Respondents were also sought from varying sizes of consultancy companies and 
from various countries this allowing a greater cross-analysis.

Table	  3:	  Overview	  of	  Respondents

Consultancy	  
Company

Background	  of	  
Respondent

Job	  Title	  of	  
Respondent

Size	  of	  
Consultancy	  
Company

Experience	  of	  
Respondent

Geographic	  
LocaFon

A Sales Digital	  Marke5ng	  
Manager

3 6	  Years Belfast,	  Northern	  
Ireland

B PR Digital	  Marke5ng	  
Execu5ve

3 1	  Year Belfast,	  Northern	  
Ireland

C Academia PhD	  Researcher/
Social	  Media	  
Consultant

1 3	  Years Antrim,	  Northern	  
Ireland

D IT Social	  Media	  
Consultant

2 8	  Years Bangor,	  Northern	  
Ireland

E IT IT	  &	  Social	  Media	  
Consultant

1 7	  Years Belfast,	  Northern	  
Ireland

F Public	  Sector Marke5ng	  
Consultant

1 6	  Years Belfast,	  Northern	  
Ireland

G Marke5ng Social	  Media	  &	  
Digital	  Marke5ng	  
Consultant

10+ 3	  Years Dublin,	  Ireland

H Sales Digital	  Marke5ng	  
Manager

100+ 5	  Years Belfast,	  Northern	  
Ireland

I Digital	  Marke5ng Digital	  Marke5ng	  
Assistant

100+ 1	  Year Michigan,	  USA

J Sales Digital	  Marke5ng	  
Consultant

1 9	  Years Dublin,	  Ireland



4.2 Data Collection

The data collection technique utilised by this study was semi-structured interviews 
(Wengraf, 2001).  Interviews allow a richness and depth of information, as well as being high 
on validity (Hall & Hall, 2004).  The semi-structured interview format allowed the researcher 
to have a predesigned question guideline but also allowed for subsequent questions to be 
improvised in a careful and theorised manner (Wengraf, 2001).  This structure allowed the 
interviews to help understand the relationships between variables which was particularly 
appropriate given the research objectives of this study (Saunders et al., 2012).  Interview 
questions were developed through a strong grounding in the relating literature and helped to 
address the research gap  that has been identified (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007).  As noted 
by King (2004) an interview protocol may include topic headings representing general 
themes to be covered in the interview, consequently an interview can consist of fully  formed 
questions.  This study utilised a mix of these techniques of fully formed questions and topic 
headings.  The questions that were fully formed were generic and asked to all respondents, 
sample questions included “Can you tell me about your experience with Social Media” and 
“Do you get  much resistance when you try to implement ideas in companies?”.  Using topic 
headings and the responses of the respondents to the initial questions, additional questions 
were adjusted to exploit any further insights that could be had been acquired.  The interviews 
generally  lasted about an hour and were tape-recorded using an electronic recording device to 
increase accuracy (Patton, 2002).  Interviews with the respondents based in Northern Ireland 
were conducted in person either at the respondents’ place of work or a neutral venue.  The 
interviews with the respondents from the Republic of Ireland and the USA were conducted 
via a Skype video call, allowing for a face to face interaction as the interview took place.

4.3 Data Analysis

 Interviews were fully transcribed and analysed to enable a more thorough content 
analysis (Easterby-Smith et al., 2002).  To address the complexity of the large volume of 
interview data whilst maintaining its richness, the researcher adopted a systematic and 
rigorous process which allowed the extraction of key themes (Saunders et al., 2007).  
Interview transcripts were analysed with the purpose of identifying and categorising common 
themes, statements and references, for identifying the institutional forces at work and 
enabling a conclusion to be drawn. Transcript summaries were used to assist with this process 
and enabled key themes to emerge (Saunders et al., 2012).  Consultancy companies were 
coded for reasons of confidentiality  as reliability of data is enriched where the confidentiality 
and anonymity are assured to respondents (Saunders et al., 2012). 

5 Findings

The findings of this study are structured around three key themes: Firstly the issues 
and processes within client organisations as a result of the new technology adoption of social 
media.  Secondly  the varying forms of resistance encountered by consultants at the new 
interface.  Finally, the techniques and strategies employed by consultants to help implement 
their ideas.  These will now be discussed in turn.



Theme 1: The issues and processes within organisations as a result of Social Media 
adoption

 The process of social media adoption in organisations begins with an individual.  This 
individual makes the initial contact with the consultant and has the interest  to implement the 
social media platform.  Consultant C named this individual as a “Social Media Champion”.   
The social media champion is commonly the head of marketing in larger organisations but in 
SMEs this is more often the owner/manager.  The importance of the social media champion 
shouldn’t be underestimated as stated by consultant F “sometimes it takes one person to take 
hold of it and to make everybody in the company see how useful it can be if they use it 
correctly”.  Essentially  the social media champion can play a key role in the adoption of the 
social media platform by their organisation.

 Consultants have noticed several issues within client organisations arising from social 
media adoption.  A prominent issue is a lack of communication , as consultant C detailed 
“one company I looked at had another department set up a social media page without the 
marketing departments knowing so there can be massive discrepancies between 
departments”.  As a consequence tensions emerge between departments, in the most  extreme 
cases departments fail to cooperate at all over the organisations social media activity.  There 
can be discrepancies over the integration of online and offline marketing channels.  
Consultant F went as far as to say “traditional marketing is often at odds with online 
marketing”.  Organisations consequently distinguish social media as a divergent marketing 
channel as opposed to integrating it with their other marketing channels.  

A major issue emerging from the research is that there is no clear strategic rationale 
for organisations adopting social media.  The recurring reason given by organisations 
utilising social media is as a reaction to their competitor’s activities, as consultant C 
commented “they  were doing it  primarily because their competitors were on it or because 
they  were at conferences were it was being discussed” put even more simply by  consultant E 
“they just jump on the bandwagon”.  Organisations don’t even appear to be concerned with 
the benefits that social media offers, instead it seems to be a requirement due to their 
competitors behaviour as consultant G revealed “we always get the same thing every time 
because everyone else is doing it… it’s never the case that we want to learn more about the 
medium and want you to help us become better at”.  This reasoning stems from the fact that 
organisations don’t  possess enough knowledge of the social media platform despite seeking 
to implement it, consultant  C stated that “All the companies I looked at started social media 
without a clue”.  While no clear rationale is given for social media adoption this lack of 
knowledge does however provide a clear rationale for organisations employing consultants to 
assist with the social media adoption processes.  This is consistent with the work of Benders 
& Van Veen (2001) as claiming legitimacy in a world continually reconfiguring around new 
media and technologies is problematic.



Theme 2: The varying forms of resistance encountered by Consultants at the interface with 
their client organisations

  Social media consultants face a number of barriers when seeking to implement their 
ideas in client organisations.  There is a reaction to them being an external stakeholder 
involved with the organisation.  At its core this issue is due to a lack of trust between the 
consultant and the client organisation.  Clients are sceptical of the role and expertise of the 
consultant as reported by consultant A “when we meet new clients they … tend to quiz about 
how much we know which is typical”.  An effective working relationship will therefore take 
time to build as consultant A stated “with 3 or 4 meetings each time more trust is earnt and 
we are more open with each other”.   Trust is a key component for the consultant as without it 
they  will have little impact on the client organisation.  Consultants therefore struggle to 
introduce their new ideas a result of their status as organisational outsiders (Sturdy & Wright, 
2008).

   The limitations of the social media platform itself present further problems for 
consultants.  Social media is very hard to measure and return on investment is a key 
restriction for consultant, consultant D indicated “ROI is the killer”.  The lack of a formal 
ROI therefore means it is more difficult for consultants to get an acceptance of an innovation 
that cannot be measured, consultant A reported “social media is getting a bad name due to the 
fact that it cannot be measured”.  Client organisations often use the number of followers they 
have on platforms such as Facebook or Twitter as a measurement of social media success.  
Consultants however disregarded this measurement tool as there is no clear correlation 
between the number of followers and business success, consultant J stated “a typical example 
is that someone might say can you help us increase our Facebook fans and that’s somewhat of 
a meaningless question as unless you can prove what a fan is worth to your business then 
having more fans is probably worthless to the business”.

 Existing staff in a client organisation pose another barrier for the consultant.  In 
general staff see social media as another layer to their responsibilities and workload.  
Therefore, social media adoption is met with resistance from staff in a client organisation.  As 
consultant G highlighted “It can be quite difficult to get the initial buy in with an idea for 
instance if you ask your employees to write a blog for you it can be met with resistance as 
you’re asking them to do more work than they have to”.  The biggest concern staff wise for 
consultants is senior management.  Senior management tend to be of a different generation 
and are not as digitally savvy as the younger more digital generation.  As such, senior 
management have a set  of preconceived notions and a lack of understanding as to the benefits 
of social media, consultant A conveyed “it’s an old school boy  network and they are used to 
their own ways… unfortunately there’s quite a lot of misinformation”.   Consultant F reported 
that the senior managers see the implementation of social media as a “loss of power, they 
don’t understand it and if they are not directly involved it’s something they don’t want to 
champion”.  It is acknowledged that if the innovation doesn’t come from the top  then it  is less 
likely to be successful.  As a new technology must be tailored to fit within an organisations 
structure, without the support of staff it is doomed to fail (Tyre & Orlikowski, 1993).



 The client organisation as a brand express a lot of fear towards social media.  As 
consultant E revealed “organisations want to engage in social media but they’re a bit reluctant 
due to a lack of understanding that has created a bit of fear”.  The main conceptualisation of 
this fear seems to surround the possibility of a negative comment appearing on their social 
media channel.  Consultant C reported this as a huge concern within the client organisation in 
short “they were scared”.   It’s important that the client organisation is ready for social media 
adoption as consultant H put it  “social media is not a magic bullet… if your product or 
service is not good enough social media will only highlight its flaws”.

Themes 3: The techniques and strategies employed by consultants to help implement their 
ideas

 Consultants were consistent with the notion that if you can become a knowledge 
authority with regards Social Media it is a big advantage to them.  As consultant G stated “Be 
an authority on a chosen topic in a particular space.  If you’re not somebody that people trust 
on a chosen topic then it  is likely they will not listen to you”.  Trust is a huge concern with 
client organisations so in becoming an authority the consultant can elevate this problem. 

 In a continual stream of innovations the consultancy companies sought to position 
themselves as authorities in order to create a demand for their advice (Fincham & Clark, 
2002).  To assist with this process of becoming an authority consultants provide helpful and 
informative content that can be accessed by organisations usually  through social media.  As 
consultant G put it “people will love you if you give them content they require especially  at a 
reduced cost or in the case of social media usually for free”.  It doesn’t matter what type of 
organisation you are it is important you become an authoritative source.  As consultants seek 
to master knowledge of the social media platform they  are claiming to bring improved 
judgement and comparison with competitors (Fincham et al., 2008).  The majority  of the 
consultant A clients seem to come through their reputation so becoming an authority is 
critical “word of mouth is where most  of the referrals we get through reputation”.  This 
maybe an old fashioned way of getting clients but for social media consultants it appears to 
be the most effective.  

 The consultants strategically  tried to create a niche for their work.  The consultants 
were very clearly aiming their brand in niche markets consultant  D claimed to be “unique in 
Northern Ireland as I only do some media” therefore making their brand unique as all other 
consultants seemed to have many  strands of digital marketing knowledge not just social 
media.  Consultant G stated they were “settled with a very small niche” as they  specialised in 
recruitment marketing.  The consultants like businesses in competitive markets were just as 
keen to achieve that unique selling point to offer their potential clients.  

 Consultant F emphasised that to successfully  implement social media it’s important to 
stick with your organisations core message “companies that are doing social media correctly 
go back to basics that understand their audience and who they are aiming the product at”.  As 
reported by  consultant H, Consultants therefore often have to have to ask their client 
organisations “why do we want to use social media… who are we trying to influence and 
connect with and basically  you need a strategy”.  Without a clear strategy social media 



adoption is doomed to fail as organisational skills and procedures cannot be adapted to fit 
with a new technology (Tyre & Orlikowski, 1993).  The best practice examples of social 
media as highlighted by  consultant J are “very organised, had a clear strategy, had research, 
had a schedule”.  This notion of planning and strategy helps eliminate much of the resistance 
faced by consultants, consultant J conveyed “resistance is on a scale of how much planning 
you have done so if you haven’t planned very well resistance is high but  if you plan well its 
less”.  

6 Discussion

The findings of this study have revealed key  themes namely the issues and process 
within organisations as a result of social media adoption, the varying forms of resistance 
encountered by consultants at the interface with their client organisations and the techniques 
and strategies employed by  consultants to implement their ideas.  The first  objective of this 
paper was to explore the interactions between client organisations and consultants at the new 
technology interface.  In achieving this objective as identified in the findings section, two of 
the key themes identified were the issues and processes within organisations as a result of 
social media adoption and the varying forms of resistance encountered by consultants.  The 
findings of this study therefore provide new empirical insights into the institutional pressures 
facing consultants as a consequence of new technology  adoption.  To meet the second 
objective of this paper, a framework will now be developed to illustrate the varying pressures 
exerted upon consultants.  In identifying and categorising these institutional pressures this 
paper contends that they are present at four varying layers within a client organisation.  

The first layer is external stakeholder resistance.  It  was evident from the findings that 
upon first interaction the consultant encounters  an initial resistance from the client 
organisation as a result of their role as an external stakeholder.  It  often takes a consultant 3 or 
4 meetings to gain trust and build a good relationship with the client organisation.  As 
discussed by Kipping & Armbuster (2002) this “burden of otherness” meant that client 
organisations were sceptical of the consultants’ expertise and experience primarily due to a 
lack of trust.  As the consultants construct their appeal by claiming various types of unique 
and innovative knowledge this leads to normative isomorphic behaviour in the client 
organisations as they  are unsure of the quality or usefulness of this knowledge to them 
(Fincham et al., 2008).  Normative isomorphism occurs as the consultants struggle to 
establish their cognitive base and the legitimation of their ideas for social media adoption 
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  This paper concurs with the belief that external consultants 
struggle to introduce new ideas as a result of their status as organisational outsiders (Sturdy  & 
Wright, 2008).

H1: Consultants will face a greater struggle to introduce and legitimise their ideas as a 
result of their status as external to the given organisation.

 The second layer of resistance encountered is platform resistance.  This is the 
resistance from the client organisation toward the social media platform itself.  The findings 
revealed that there was a lack of understanding and knowledge surrounding the social media 



platform, leading to a lack of legitimacy.  There is also an issue that the findings highlighted 
namely the lack of a ROI measurement.  The consultants therefore struggle to legitimise 
social media as there is a lack of knowledge and understanding in the client organisation.  As 
the technology is poorly  understood this creates mimetic isomorphic behaviours due to 
uncertainty which ultimately leads to imitation by organisations (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).   
This is consistent with the findings of this study as client organisations main rationale for 
utilising social media was due to their competitors activities therefore they  were modelling 
their actions on other organisations.  

 H2: The greater the degree of uncertainty surrounding a new technology the greater 
the level of mimetic isomorphic behaviour in an organisational field.  

The third layer of resistance is internal stakeholder resistance.  Emanating from the 
staff within the client organisation, the findings revealed concerns expressed over a greater 
workload with senior management in particular possessing a set of preconceived notions that 
dictated their resistance.  The preconceived notions of the senior management were built 
upon the lack of understanding and misinformation resulting in coercive isomorphic 
behaviour.  Staff were therefore seeking to halt the institutional change by yielding to the 
pressures exerted on them by other organisations and society (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  
Resolving this resistance is key  for the consultant as for their work to be successful, 
Organisational skills, procedures and assumptions must be adapted to fit with the new 
technology in the client organisation (Tyre & Orlikowski, 1993).  

H3: The greater the lack of understanding about a new technology the greater the 
coercive isomorphic pressures in an organisational field.

   The final layer of resistance is from the organisation as a brand.  The findings 
highlighted that with the client organisations concerns were expressed to the consultants 
about their overall brand image.   In particular the findings showed that the client 
organisation is worried about negativity on social media and that having a social media 
presence may harm their overall brand.  At the core of this resistance is a lack of knowledge 
and misinformation surrounding negativity  on social media platforms.  This resistance is 
developed from a lack of legitimacy and is another example of coercive isomorphic pressure 
on consultants.

 H4: The greater the lack of knowledge surrounding a new technology the greater the 
resistance will be to it  

 The four layers of resistance were not sequential and were often encountered by  the 
consultant in concurrence with each other.  The varying resistances are strongly linked to 
each other in particular the platform, internal stakeholder and brand resistance.  It’s clear 
however that the first wave of resistance encountered by the consultant was more often than 
not the external stakeholder resistance.



Figure 1 below helps to further illustrate the varying layers and types of resistance faced by 
consultants at the new technology interface:

Figure	  1:	  Consultant	  New	  Technology	  Adop7on	  Resistance	  Framework

The third objective of this paper was to develop a framework to understand the 
process of new technology adoption in client organisations that a consultant must navigate.  
In view of this objective the findings illustrated a clear route to technology  adoption through 
highlighting the processes that social media consultants must execute and the strategies and 
techniques they utilise in order to achieve their goals.  Developing this framework will help 
to better understand the institutional constraints on new technology  adoption (Liu et al., 2010; 
Heugens & Lander, 2009).  It also allows the study  to further explore the under developed 
area of institutional change by investigating the institutional pressures as a result of new 
technology adoption (Rao and Giorgi, 2006; Delbridge and Edwards, 2008). 

Where figure 1 illustrates the substantial resistance toward social media consultants at 
the new technology interface, figure 2 will highlight the process that consultants must go 
through to implement their ideas and technologies.  This paper contends that social media 
consultants must navigate an institutional technology  adoption storm.  Only in navigating the 
institutional technology adoption storm can they fully implement their ideas or innovations.
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Figure	  2:	  Ins7tu7onal	  Technology	  Adop7on	  Storm

 There are two layers to the storm firstly the lack of legitimacy behaviours were the 
consultant must  legitimise their ideas and recommendations for technology adoption.  In 
achieving legitimacy the consultant will therefore change the behaviours in the deeper layer 
of isomorphic pressures.  Namely they will win the trust of the organisation, internal 
stakeholders will be won over thus reducing the level of coercive isomorphism and they will 
stop the mimetic behaviour of focusing on competitors which was the main factor that lead to 
the organisation seeking technology adoption.  

 Consultants utilise several strategies and techniques to help them navigate the storm.   
The consultants claimed to have a unique niche brand therefore constructing their appeal by 
claiming various kinds of unique and innovative knowledge (Fincham el al., 2008).  In 
emphasising this niche the consultants constructed an initial legitimacy  for their ideas thus 
addressing resistance they  faced as the result of being external stakeholders.  By making the 
client organisation believe that the consultant  has something unique and innovative to offer it 
can help to ease their fears over social media and the consultant themselves.  In doing this 
they  will resolve the issue of trust between the client and consultant therefore changing 
normative isomorphic behaviour.  

 Consultants relied heavily on word of mouth to attract their clients.  Therefore the 
struggle to establish a cognitive base and legitimation (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983) was not as 
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great.  Word of mouth recommendations allow the consultants a degree of legitimacy and 
trust therefore changing normative isomorphic behaviours will not be as problematic.  The 
consultant seeks to achieve moral legitimacy to convince the staff that social media is the 
correct marketing platform for the organisation and stakeholders to embrace (Suchman, 
1995).  

A main strategy used by consultants was to become an authority  on a given topic.  In 
doing this the consultant mastered the technology of social media and claimed to bring 
improved judgement in comparison with other consultants (Fincham et al., 2008).  In 
becoming an authority the consultant can help resolve the issues of misinformation and the 
lack of understanding seen in layer one.  Consequently this will change coercive isomorphic 
behaviour in the organisation.  As the organisation is given better information and a greater 
understanding of social media this will remove the pressures exerted upon them by other 
organisations and society.  In changing this behaviour the consultant will overcome any 
platform resistance toward social media and seek to achieve a pragmatic legitimacy of social 
media.  To achieve pragmatic legitimacy the consultant seeks to illustrate to the client 
organisation that social media will benefit  their primary audience (Suchman, 1995; 
Humphreys, 2010). 

There is substantial conflict and resistance in institutional change as this study has 
established.  As Orlikowski’s & Roby (1991) state tensions in the adoption of new technology 
are between the human agents, in the case of this study the consultant and the conservative 
structured forces of institutional properties.  The isomorphic behaviours in this study seek to 
constrain the institutional change that new technology adoption will bring.  These behaviours 
however all stem from a lack of legitimacy either of the platform itself or the consultant.  It  is 
therefore paramount that  through achieving legitimacy of their ideas and the platform itself 
consultants can actively create or change the isomorphic behaviour within an organisation.

The behaviours in layer 1 and pressures in layer 2 emerging from this framework emanate  
predominantly from senior management within an organisation.  It is therefore the senior 
management that prove the greatest  challenge for the consultant in implementing their ideas 
and plans.  The strength of the storm is therefore reliant on the senior management.  If they 
are willing to adopt the new technology  and don't present much resistance at the layers 
presented in figure 1 then the new technology adoption storm will less problematic for the 
consultant to navigate.

7 Conclusion

The aim of this paper was to explore the institutional pressures exerted upon social 
media consultants at the new technology  interface for business innovation.  As outlined in the 
literature review, little empirical research has been conducted to discover the institutional 
pressures caused by new technology adoption.  The first objective of this study presented new 
evidence of the institutional pressures caused by new technology adoption arising from the 
mutual interaction of consultants and their client  organisations.  The second objective of this 
study found four differing layers of resistance as shown in figure 1.  This framework shows 
four distinct layers of resistance from a client organisation at the new technology  interface 



between consultant and client.  The third objective of this paper was the development of a 
framework to help  understand the process of new technology  adoption that a social media 
consultant must navigate.  This framework offers new empirical insights and understanding 
into the institutional pressures surrounding new technology adoption and the process of how 
a consultant overcomes these pressures.

This paper provides several new contributions to literature.  It extends the work of 
Donnelly  (2011) by exploring the resistance and pressures that exist between consultants and 
their client organisations.  This paper offers a better understanding of the institutional 
constraints on new technology adoption (Heugens & Lander, 2009; Liu et al., 2010).  It also 
contributes to the under developed area of institutional change (Rao & Giorgi, 2006; 
Delbridge & Edwards, 2008).

Although this paper presents initial findings as part of a wider research project, the 
limitations of this study were as follows.  Firstly due to time constraints the study was unable 
to interview more than ten social media consultants.  If the study was able to interview more 
consultants it could have improved the variety of responses and also add more depth to the 
findings.  Secondly the study was unable to make use of other research techniques.  A 
technique such as observation of the new technology interface between consultant and client 
organisation would have been beneficial to the study.

Research in this area is in its infancy therefore further research building on the 
findings of this study should be conducted in the future.  The findings revealed a social media 
champion within each client organisation who made the initial contact with the consultant 
and had the interest in the social media platform.  Research should therefore be conducted 
into the role this social media champion has in enacting institutional change and also the 
institutional pressures that  they face internally  from within their own organisation.  Research 
should also be conducted to build upon this papers framework the ‘Institutional Technology 
Adoption Storm’ to explore from the client organisations perspective why  the institutional 
pressures are present.
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